ABSTRACT. Social-psychological research on stereotyping was applied to lesbian ism among American college students. The hypothesis that stereotypes of lesbians are often inaccurate predictors of individual lesbians was supported. Using stereo types of lesbians identified by previous research, lesbians rated themselves on a se ries of bipolar stereotypical adjectives, and a comparison group of nonlesbians rated lesbians as a group on these same adjectives. Significant differences were found on 16 of the 21 adjectives. Knowing a lesbian personally did not influence heterosex uals' ratings, suggesting the resistance of stereotypes to change.
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STEREOTYPES AND PREJUDICE are a part of everyday life. Individuals attribute stable traits and enduring dispositions to other people in an attempt to understand other people's actions and predict their behavior. Moreover, individuals may use these beliefs to guide their behavioral interactions with other people (Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978) .
Many social psychologists (Carroll & Payne, 1976; Hamilton, 1976; Snyder, 1981) view stereotypes as cognitive categorizations of people that are a natural by-product of categorization processes that normally serve people well. Categorization reduces a world of infinite stimuli into a cognitively manageable number of categories (Rosch, Mervis, Gray, Johnson, & Boyes Braem, 1976) . Other social psychologists (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) have noted that negative stereotypes of outgroups (groups to which a person doesn't belong) may also serve ego-enhancing needs: Putting down outgroups serves to bolster self-esteem by making a person feel superior to others.
Although classifying others simplifies a person's world and may bolster self-esteem, it may also provide an overly simplistic picture of a complex reality. Indeed, research indicates that people tend to overestimate the simi 1arities of individuals within one group and to overestimate the differences between groups (Myers, 1987) . Because group stereotypes are often inaccu rate when it comes to individual members of groups, treating individuals on the basis of their group membership is problematic. Equally disturbing is the self-sustaining nature of these often inaccurate stereotypes of outgroups. As social stereotype researcher Snyder said:
When people have faith in their stereotypes, they may treat others in ways that actually elicit behaviors that support those stereotypes. And even if people were to develop doubts about their stereotypes, they might test them by selectively gathering evidence that appears to confirm them. Such may be the power of social stereotypes, even when they are wrong, they may create and sustain their own social reality. (quoted in Myers, 1987, p. 177) 
Homosexuals as a Stereotyped Group
Stereotypes are prevalent throughout American society, but various outgroups are often the focus of negative perceptions. Homosexuals, for example, have long been considered to be deviants. Simmons (1965) reported that discern ible stereotypes of at least several kinds of deviants do exist in American society and that there is a fair amount of agreement on the content of these stereotypes. One of the groups included in Simmons's study was homosex uals, along with marijuana smokers, beatniks, adulterers, and political radi cals.
In the 1960s, homosexuals were rated as the third most dangerous group of individuals in the United States in a public opinion survey, outranked only by communists and atheists (Aguero, Bloch, & Byrne, 1984) . Some of the labels given to homosexuals in Simmons's (1965) study included sexually abnormal, perverted, mentally ill, maladjusted, and oversexed. Even in the world of psychology, homosexuals have been perceived negatively. It was not until 1973 that the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from its official list of mental disorders.
Negative perceptions of homosexuals may give rise to both homophobia and heterosexual bias. Homophobia, especially in men, has been defined from a cultural perspective as any belief system that supports negative myths and stereotypes about homosexual people. More specifically, homophobia is a belief system that (a) holds that discrimination on the basis of sexual ori entation is justifiable or (b) does not value homosexual life styles equally with heterosexual life styles (Morin & Garfinkle, 1978) .
Heterosexual bias can be defined as the valuing of heterosexuality as superior to or more natural than homosexuality (Morin & Garfinkle, 1978) . In one study, heterosexual subjects perceived gay and lesbian couples to be less satisfied with their relationships than heterosexual couples were (Testa, Kinder, & Ironson, 1987) . This perception of gay and lesbian couples is not restricted to nonprofessionals but has also been a primary barrier between mental health professionals and their gay clients (Testa et al., 1987) .
Another example of heterosexual bias was found by McDonald (1981) , who investigated the content of 48 introductory psychology textbooks pub lished in the United States over a period of 5 years (1975) (1976) (1977) (1978) (1979) . Of the 48 textbooks, 8 made no reference to homosexuality and 14 referred only briefly to lesbianism. Sixty percent of the textbook authors listed homosexuality as a subtopic under chapters that implied deviancy, for example, in chapters on behavior disorders, sexual dysfunction, and psychopathology. The fact that the literature on homosexuality has been dominated by research on diagnosis, cause, and cure is further evidence of its perception as deviant.
Content of the Lesbian Stereotype
Research in the United States on heterosexuals' views of homosexuals not only has revealed heterosexual bias but also has consistently indicated heter osexuals' negative views of homosexuals. Snyder and Uranowitz (1978) found that lesbian stereotypes include the views that lesbians have abusive fathers, have never had a steady boyfriend, never date men, and are rather unattractive. In Staats's (1978) study on social distance and traits given to homosexuals, it was found that increased social distance (as measured by the Bogardus Social Distance Scale) from homosexuals was correlated with using the following traits to describe homosexuals: cowardly, sly, suspicious, shrewd, stupid, impulsive, and ignorant. However, people who were less so cially distant from homosexuals used these traits to describe them: individu alistic, intelligent, honest, imaginative, and neat.
Dearth ofResearch on Lesbianism in Comparison with Male Homosexuals
Of the research on homosexuality, relatively little has focused on lesbianism. Rosen (1974) reviewed the literature in an attempt to explain this trend and suggested several possibilities. These included the domination of the psychi atric field by men, the possibility that lesbians are not under as much external pressure to seek psychiatric treatment because of society's more lenient atti tudes toward female homosexuals, and the possibility that Americans may be less concerned with female sexuality in general.
The present study was concerned with the accuracy of heterosexuals' beliefs about lesbians in comparison with lesbians' self-perceptions. Several earlier studies have suggested that heterosexuals' perceptions of lesbians may be inaccurate, but no study has directly compared lesbians' and others' per ceptions. For example, in one study, designed to determine how well both heterosexuals and homosexuals could determine the sexual orientation of in dividuals from videotaped interviews, 80% of the subjects could not deter mine the sexual preference of the persons interviewed on the videotapes (Ber ger, Hank, Rauzi, & Simkins, 1987) . In another study (Rosen, 1974) , the self-perceptions of 26 lesbians revealed that their perceptions of themselves were quite different from what research has shown to be the views that het erosexuals have of lesbians. The women were given a list of 300 adjectives and were told to choose the adjectives they thought would best describe them selves. The adjectives most frequently chosen were capable, intelligent, sen sitive, understanding, reliable, humorous, and interests wide [sic] .
Some researchers have suggested that contact with a nonstereotypical member of a stereotyped group must occur for a person's stereotypes to change. Several studies, for example, have found that racial contact leads to decreased prejudice (Amir, 1969; Pettigrew, 1969) . Others have noted that prejudiced individuals may simply create a special category for the nonster eotyped individual rather than alter their overall stereotype (Frieze, Parsons, Johnson, Ruble, & Zellman, 1978; Hamilton, 1979) . In the present study, we compared the group stereotypes of lesbians held by heterosexuals who knew a lesbian personally with the stereotypes held by heterosexuals who did not.
Method

Design
The survey method was used to measure the stereotypes of lesbians held by heterosexual college students in the United States. Lesbians recruited from college support groups were asked to rate themselves on the same set of ad jectives. The two sets of adjective ratings were then compared to test the hypothesis that individual members of a stereotyped group do not perceive themselves as fitting the stereotyped image. In addition, comparisons were made between the stereotypes of heterosexuals who knew a lesbian personally and those who did not.
Subjects and Procedure
Three groups were surveyed. An undergraduate introductory psychology class composed of 19 men (mean age = 19 years) and 9 women (mean age 19 years) was used for pretesting. A second introductory psychology class composed of 29 men (mean age 20 years) and 25 women (mean age = 19 years) was used to collect the information to be compared with the lesbian sample. This class was 4% sen ior, 10% junior, 24% sophomore, and 61 % freshman (1 % of the subjects did not provide this information).
The lesbian sample was slightly older than the comparison group (mean age = 25 years) and had a greater percentage of juniors (20%), seniors (24%), graduate students (6%), and nonstudents (30%).
Questionnaires
To survey lesbians, D. C. Viss attended a gay and lesbian club meeting at two separate campuses. At one campus, the survey was administered at the meet ing (n = 10), and a member of the club was enlisted to hand out the survey to lesbian members who had not attended that particular meeting. Those sur veys (n = 10) were mailed back to the researcher. At the second campus, group members elected to fill the surveys out on their own time and mail them to the researcher (n = 14). The survey consisted of 55 adjectives (e.g., mas culine), each followed by a 7-point scale ranging from very descriptive of lesbians (1) to not at all descriptive of lesbians (7). The written instructions said, "Please rate each of the following adjectives on how well it fits with YOUR beliefs about the way lesbians are." The adjectives were compiled partly from previous work on the stereotyping of homosexuals (Simmons, 1965; Staats, 1978) and partly from informal discussions with people about their stereotypes of lesbians.
Twenty-eight undergraduate students from an introductory psychology class rated the 55 adjectives on the basis of how descriptive they believed these adjectives were of lesbians. Only those adjectives (n = 21) chosen by 50% or more of the sample as being very descriptive or not at all descriptive of lesbians were retained.
The only exception to this criterion was the adjective masculine, which was chosen by 46% of the subjects as very descriptive of lesbians. The fol lowing 21 adjectives were used: attractive, religious, insecure, ambitious, aggressive, emotional, open-minded, confused, loving, masculine, per verted, submissive, mentally healthy, stable, abnormal, conservative, frus trated, unconventional, individualistic, popular, and sophisticated. Although the nonlesbian sample was predominantly male (19 men and 9 women), there were no significant differences between men's and women's ratings.
The final list of 21 adjectives was rated by an introductory psychology class and three groups of lesbians. The surveys given to the heterosexual sample and the lesbian sample varied slightly. The heterosexual sample was given a survey identical in format to the 55-item survey already described, but with only the 21 adjectives identified in pretesting. At the end of the survey, an additional question was asked: Have you ever had a lesbian friend or acquaintance? Subjects responded yes or no.
The lesbian group was given the same list of 21 adjectives and were instructed to rate themselves on the 7-point scale. The final two questions differed. The first was, "Thinking about the non-gay people that you know, what proportion of them do you believe had stereotypes of lesbians before knowing you were gay?" Response options were almost all, several, some, a few, and no one. The second question was, "If so, to what extent do you think those stereotypes decreased as those acquaintances got to know you?" Re sponse options were a lot, some, a little, none, and don't know.
Both questionnaires were given to the heterosexual samples at the begin ning of a class session. We verbally emphasized the importance of honest responses and that the survey responses were anonymous.
Results
The results generally support the hypothesis that the self-perceptions of les bians differ significantly from the stereotypes of nonlesbians. Independent sample t tests were used to compare the adjective ratings of the heterosexuals and the lesbians. Table 1 displays the means and standard deviations of the 16 adjectives that yielded significant differences between heterosexuals' and lesbians' ratings. Five adjectives did not show a significant difference be tween the two groups: religious, aggressive, conservative, unconventional, and individualistic. Comparisons of heterosexuals who did and did not have a lesbian friend or acquaintance yielded no significant differences in adjective ratings.
When lesbians were asked about the proportion of nongay people who had stereotypes of lesbians before knowing they (the lesbians) were gay, 6% said afew, 12% said some, 23% said several, and 56% said almost all. When lesbians were asked about the extent to which they thought that those stereo types decreased as their acquaintances got to know them, 56% said a lot, 32% said some, 3% said a little, and 6% said don't know.
Discussion
The hypothesis that stereotypes of outgroups are not congruent with outgroup members' self-perceptions was strongly supported. Both heterosexuals and lesbians used 21 adjectives to rate the characteristics of lesbians. Of those 21 adjectives, only 5 did not show any significant differences.
Although the heterosexuals' adjective ratings were significantly different from those of the lesbians, they were not extremely negative (a mean of 4.05 on a 7-point scale). This suggests that individuals' perceptions of lesbians in the United States are continuing to improve. It was surprising to find that knowing a lesbian did not significantly change heterosexuals' adjective ratings. This finding can be interpreted in two ways. Either the lesbian who was personally known was perceived as an ex ception to the rule, or she was selectively perceived in such a way as to con firm the stereotype. The former explanation is suggested by some research (Frieze et aI., 1978; Hamilton, 1979) , and the latter interpretation is sup ported by other research (Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978) . Most of the lesbians in this study believed that the stereotypes of lesbians held by their nongay acquaintances did change as they became better acquainted. However, know ing a lesbian personally did not affect heterosexuals' ratings. This suggests that stereotype holders maintained their stereotype but relaxed its application to the individuallesbian(s) they knew. Asking respondents to rate the lesbians they know on the same adjectives used to rate lesbians as a group would provide a more definitive explanation for this finding.
It is difficult to generalize the results of this study, which was based on a college sample, to the general population. Furthermore, the heterosexual sample was relatively young, especially in comparison with the lesbian sample. The lesbian sample also included nonstudents. Another weakness of the study was that respondents were not directly asked in any of the surveys whether they were, in fact, heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual. There fore, it is uncertain that the lesbian group comprised only lesbians. The same is true for the heterosexual sample.
Although this study supports other studies (Staats, 1978) that show im provement in the perception of homosexuals, there was still a significant dif ference in the way heterosexuals saw lesbians and the way lesbians saw them selves. The finding that knowing a lesbian did not affect heterosexuals' ratings of lesbians in general is disturbing because it suggests that such stereo types are resistant to change. However, only a small percentage of lesbians are open about their homosexuality. If more lesbians were open about their sexual orientation, the heterogeneity of lesbians as a group might become more apparent. Unfortunately, current stereotypes and resulting discrimina tion make most lesbians reluctant to share this information.
